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“AND THEY CRUCIFIED HIM”
(Mark 15:21-32)
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INTRODUCTION

A. For many long months we have been tourists traveling with Mark as our tour guide, while he has been telling us the story of Jesus. It’s been quite a ride. Much of this has been familiar with a few surprises along the way. And now we are in sight of the end.


Don’t forget, though, what he told us from the very start. This was “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” And remember the high stakes for his first readers. The Caesar of Rome had already claimed that title for himself: “the son of God.” Here Mark defiantly declares otherwise. “No, you phony faker, you plastic pretender, Caesar: Jesus is the Son of God.” 


It would be considered treasonous to agree with Mark in that day. Many, many early Christians lost their property, their freedom, and their lives because they refused to say, “kaiser kurios,” (“Caesar is Lord”) and instead declared “christos kurios,” “Christ is Lord.”

B. So, here we are nearing the end, the climactic conclusion. And it almost appears at this point that Caesar may have been right after all. Despite Jesus performing many miraculous signs and winning the hearts of many of the people, yet he was betrayed by a friend, deserted by his disciples, condemned by the religious authorities, and crucified by Caesar’s agent. Perhaps all of this is some gigantic hoax, only the empty ravings of a charismatic mad man like Jim Jones or Charles Manson, gathering the gullible and manipulating them, leading us into his own desperate delusion. After all, he was condemned and killed by the representative of the Caesar he had challenged. Perhaps it’s “kaiser kurios,” Caesar is Lord after all?

C. And yet the prior evidence is compelling: his preaching and teaching, his fulfilling of prophecy, and his mighty miracles speak for themselves. So, how might someone escape the compelling conclusion that Jesus is indeed the Lord, the Son of God? Mark, here, slams the door on three avenues of retreat for the resistant: that Jesus is fiction, that Jesus is feeble and frail, or that Jesus is a failure. Why should we trust Jesus and believe his claims? Let’s take them one by one.

I. JESUS IS FICTION? 


A. This is a fairly common claim by the ignorant today. Now, to be fair, there are many unbelieving scholars with weighty academic degrees attached to their names who count almost all of the gospel reports as fiction, as religious fabrications. To be sure, many of them have begun from the perspective of naturalism, of atheism: there is no God or soul or spiritual world at all. This is an opinion, a prior belief that they have embraced. So, from this rather closed-minded perspective, you can see how they would have problems with much of the Bible, and especially with the claims of Jesus. 


For example, I have enjoyed reading several books by the conservative, British historian, Paul Johnson, himself a professing Christian. And yet on the first page of his book Heroes he shows his naturalistic colors: “Yet history has no miracles, only causes and consequences.” In other words, a true historian can permit nothing miraculous, but must always look for a purely natural explanation. This unbelief has captured much of the academy.

B. But if you are more open-minded and willing to approach the matter without such bias, you will notice a detail in verse 21. “And they compelled a passerby, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from the country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross.” That’s a very specific reference to very specific people. It does not read like a fairy tale with nebulous, non-specific, non-details: “Once upon an (unspecified) time….” 


The strong implication is that this Alexander and Rufus were still known entities. They were still alive and able to testify to these things. We, certainly, do not know this Alexander and Rufus. But it doesn’t matter. So sure was Mark of his facts that he could name eyewitnesses in his day and expect his readers to go ask them, to check it out for themselves. He could count on them testifying: “Yes, Dad came home that day with this remarkable story. We heard it from his own lips. Mom had to wash and dress the deep scrapes and scratches in is back. He showed us the splinters as he dug them out of his hands.”


C. This is similar to a detail the Apostle Paul related in 1 Corinthians 15 regarding Christ’s resurrection. “3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6 Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.” What’s the point? Paul could confidently say, “There are still hundreds who witnessed the risen Christ after he was crucified.”

And we don’t have to ask them. Just the bold claim itself, so easily refuted in its day, is more than sufficient. 


So, the “myth” exit is closed. The “make-believe” door just won’t open. It’s been painted shut even because it never did open. We may forget that these biblical claims are not just inspiring, comforting, or helpful, but that they are true. They fundamentally provide evidence of their veracity in real time and space. Let’s try another alternative.
II. JESUS IS FEEBLE? 


A. Admittedly, at face value, this is not a good look for Jesus. Beaten, mocked, abandoned, even rejected by all, so weakened by the scourging he endured that he could not even carry his own cross to the execution site. He was the very picture of weakness. We expect our heroes to be strong. We eagerly absorb the tales of “super-heroes,” all with great powers that enable them trounce their enemies. And even though each one has his weakness, his “kryptonite,” or the story would be dull, still we expect them to triumph in the end and give their enemies a good thrashing. The skinny guy on the football field is only the kicker. No, we need real men to do the real work. 


A true leader must be strong, an invincible overcomer, with little show of weakness. He must always prevail in every circumstance. If he is caught or captured, he must break the bonds as Samson did and vanquish his captors. If they try to shut him in to the city, he must, like Samson, tear down the city gates and carry them off into the hills, miles away. 


B. But Jesus is the very picture of weakness. “22 And they brought him to the place called Golgotha (which means Place of a Skull). 23 And they offered him wine mixed with myrrh, but he did not take it.” Other sources tell us that myrrh was a narcotic. It was an act of mercy to dull the pain. This was a common practice for the crucified. Jesus refused it, apparently wanting to retain his full faculties to the end. 

“24 And they crucified him and divided his garments among them, casting lots for them, to decide what each should take. [Jesus endured the shame of nakedness.] 25 And it was the third hour when they crucified him. 26 And the inscription of the charge against him read, “The King of the Jews.” 27 And with him they crucified two robbers, one on his right and one on his left. [Isaiah tells us that he was “numbered with the transgressors.” (53:12] 29 And those who passed by derided him, wagging their heads and saying, “Aha! You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, 30 save yourself, and come down from the cross!” 

Sometimes the cross was quite low, only a foot above ground. Height was not required. But the other gospel accounts suggest that Jesus was hoisted several feet above the ground, high enough for people to see him, and for his enemies to hurl insults at him. 


In some instances, the crucified was only lashed to the cross. Since Jesus later referred to the “nail prints” in his hands and feet, we know how he was affixed there. And crucifixion highlighted the weakness of the condemned. They were not going anywhere else. They could not do anything else. All of their limbs were nailed down tight. And, struggling to breathe because of the pressure on their lungs, the crucified could hardly answer the insults of others. In an almost literal sense, it seemed as though Jesus’ enemies had gotten the last word. “Save yourself!” they taunted. But he didn’t. 


C. And yet there are hints that this is not all that it appears. The sign tacked up to the cross simply read “The king of the Jews.” Was that true? Would this prove prophetic in the end? And his tormentors misquoted something he had said. “You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, 30 save yourself, and come down from the cross!” The “temple” Jesus referred to was his own body. And he had not said that he would destroy it, but that they would destroy it. His claim was that he would “rebuild” the temple of his body in three days. 


That would be a supreme show of strength! If that took place, then we have surely found someone more powerful, bearing more authority than the greatest rulers on earth. All of the mighty Caesars died and stayed dead. We can even visit their still-in- use tombs. So, this dismissive charge, that Jesus was weak, falls as well. This retreat for the unbelieving is closed also. But there is one more potential escape: that is the charge that Jesus was a failure.  
III. JESUS IS A FAILURE?

A. We’ve heard the complaint from Rome that he wrongly claimed to be “the king of the Jews.” We have heard the mocking scorn of ordinary Jews, “He claimed he would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days.” And lastly, we face the gloating glee of the official leaders of the Jewish nation. “31 So also the chief priests with the scribes mocked him to one another, saying, “He saved others; he cannot save himself.”


This was not, I think, an admission on their part, that, well, you know, he actually did save some. We should read the first “saved” in scare quotes, he “SAVED” others. Jesus’ death at their hands cast into doubt all of his other “supposed” miracles of “saving” others, of healings and deliverances. “I mean, if he could not even save himself, how in the world could he save anybody else?” That is the gist of it. And they expected that this would forever end this minor distraction, this short detour, this speed bump in their religion, this false messiah who came to a shameful end. He was a failure. “We can move on now. Nothing to see here.” 

B. The point that they missed utterly was the gospel. As we noted last time, by diminishing the true holiness of God and discounting their own sinfulness, they saw no need for any substitute, any atoning sacrifice to cover, to bear away the indelible stain of their sin. No, they were the good guys. All inside them was true and noble: the bad stuff was out there. 


But, of course, Jesus could not save others if he saved himself. This is the whole point of the gospel, its astonishingly good news for sinners who know they are both helpless and hopeless without a Savior. If he “saved himself” there would be no saving others. So, his enemies spoke better than they knew. They spoke of him saving others and saving himself if he was the true Messiah. But in reality, it was one or the other. He could only save them by not saving himself. 


C. He could only save you by not saving himself. And you must appropriate the gift he has won through his going to the cross and paying for the sins of his people. This gift is available, free, paid for by another. The hard part for many is receiving this gift. It is an admission of your sin and its hopeless lethality. It is a confession that you are, in fact, guilty and without excuse before a holy God. It unambiguously states that it was only the torture and death of the Son of God, even more, his enduring the horrors of hell on the cross that could possible save you or me from that justly deserved end. 
CONCLUSION

Will you receive him? No, despite the doting attention of the various news feeds, it is not “kaiser kurios,” “Caesar is Lord,” nor is it “sarx kurios,” “the self is Lord.” It is only “christos kurios,” “Christ is Lord.” 


Those hateful religious authorities should have quit when they were ahead. Because their final challenge came back on them with a vengeance. “32 Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may see and believe.” No, Jesus did not come down from the cross. He did something better. He went on to die, to pay for the sins of his people. And then he rose from the dead. He rebuilt the temple of his body on the third say.  

Mark brings the receipts! He anticipates every avenue of escape from the truth, and then slams them shut, one after another. 


He was not fiction: there were too many eyewitnesses for that. 

 
He was not feeble and frail but was the only one powerful and authoritative enough to endure death and then to defeat death, to kill death! He’s the true champion for all those facing death. And don’t forget, you are facing death. The only escape is to trust the one who has vanquished death for us. 

And he was not a failure. He had said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” And then he laid down his life for his friends. He did not save himself so that he could save others. That is the gospel, the stunning good news that we truly need. 

32 Let the Christ, the King of Israel, come down now from the cross that we may see and believe.” Oh, he did one even better than that! He stayed on the cross to the end, that we might be saved. And then he rose from the dead so that we might know life, eternal and abundant, right now, a living hope we bring to every loss and sadness, even to our own weakness and failures. For this one, the Son of God is with us and will never leave us. 


No, he stayed on the cross to endure the curse for our many sins and offenses, that we might be forgiven and restored to life everlasting. That’s power! That’s love! That’s hope that can never fail!
____________________________________________________________________________________________


